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County Agent’s Notes:

July 7, 2002

What’s all the fuss about change?
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Specialized Agent – Agronomic Crops
Mississippi State University Extension Service
Since July 1st when Extension’s new organizational plan took effect, there has been an
almost constant flow of “rhetoric”, both accurate and inaccurate about the new system. I will not
presume to explain or justify all the changes that have been made; I will simply say that change
was necessary in the light of the need to streamline the roles of agents to match the needs that
exist in our modern world, and current budget constraints. In effect, Extension has “killed two
birds with one stone”. The intent of the new system is not to back away from our commitment to
people but to regain our position at the “cutting edge” of progress.
In many ways, Extension has come full circle by returning to methods that have been
applied from its inception. Wayne D. Rasmussen, former Historian for USDA, in his 1989 book
Taking The University To The People, said the underlying philosophy of the system is to “help
people help themselves”. Extension has changed constantly since 1914 when President
Woodrow Wilson signed the Smith-Lever Act, creating the Cooperative Extension Service, but
agents will continue their work to meet the needs of people. The changes we are seeing today
are really nothing more than a continuation of the process. Rather than signaling an end, these
changes insure Extension’s future as a viable part of society.
My perspective on Extension work in Attala County is unusual since I grew up here in a
rural setting where agricultural agents like C.I. Smith, Frank Buchanan, Billy Walton, Bill and

Dake Swoope, Emmett Trussell, George Wade, George Alley, Steve Nelms, and others provided
information that often made the difference between success and failure for farmers; and home
agents like Flossie Tate, Jewel McGinty, and Carolyn Patton provided the technology to improve
the home environment; from health and nutrition to sewing and home improvement. For many
people, whether they realized it or not, the information provided often meant survival. The
legacy of these individual agents is carried forward today in ways we take for granted, but are
nonetheless important. Most of these people are still sharing their talents even though they have
retired from Extension or have moved on to other pursuits. My apologies to those I have failed
to mention; I am not blessed with “total recall”.
As we go through life, our minds sometimes take “pictures” of things that at the time may
seem commonplace, but become cherished memories later. One such recollection of mine is of a
night meeting at the Shady Grove School about twelve miles north of Kosciusko. My guess is
that the year was about 1953 when I was six or so. Frank Buchanan (Mr. Buck) came to Shady
Grove to give a “program” on something I can’t remember, but he brought a film projector and
showed a western movie, one of the first real movies I ever saw. During breaks, or while the
reels were being changed, he talked to the crowd of a hundred or more about growing crops and
gardening. In truth, he used the film to get people there so he could talk to them. It’s a shame
that Norman Rockwell could not have been there to capture the scene. The old auditorium was
packed, with people standing around the walls and others leaning through open windows. The
smell of popcorn filled the air while this uncommon man calmly nudged country people into the
twentieth century. For the life of me I have not been able to generate the kind of atmosphere he
created with simple tools. Mr. Buck will forever hold my admiration for his grasp of the needs

of people. I still catch myself asking what he would do in one situation or another. He and
others like him will always have my admiration.
In some ways, the changes that have been made in Extension have marked the end of one
era and the beginning of another. I would like to think that we have brought forward most of the
good traits that Extension has been known for throughout its existence, but of necessity we have
set aside some “baggage” that was holding us back. As someone has said, we can only go
forward; to sit still is to go backward because time never stops.
Setting aside the past is difficult. It is especially so for me since I could not discard the
Bell and Howell projector Mr. Buck used, or the L.C. Smith typewriter he used to compose news
articles. Somehow I know that I will continue trying to fill his shoes. When you call our office
today or in the future, your question will be addressed by a resident agent like myself or one of
several specialized agents. Like you, we will have to get used to the new structure, but that too
will come with time. With all that said I will end this; there is too much work to be done to
dwell on the past.
Thanks for your time.

